A HISTORY OF POLAND
peasant in Poland exactly inverts that of other countries
at the same period. While elsewhere in Europe the
peasant was freeing himself from the impositions of
villeinage, in Poland he found himself becoming more
and more deeply sunk in their bondage. Towards the
end of his reign Casimir consented to a legal enactment
making it an offence to harbour a fugitive serf. His
successor, John Albert, went a great deal further in the
direction of binding the peasants to the soil Of a family
of peasant dbdldrcn, only one might leave the estate where
he was born and go to the cities; to another estate none
might go. And an only child was forbidden to leave the
land, but must pass into the serfdom of its parents. The
right to own land was sedulously denied to persons of
plebian birth, and consequently Poland was denied for
ever the stubborn strength of a yeomanry growing
gradually, as in England, from century to century.
Although die nobles were die sole landowning class,
not all die nobles were landowners. Many of them lived
in dependence on the estate of a fellow noble, with no
other income than that which might accrue to a soldier
of fortune in a warlike age. But neither wealth nor
poverty affected the equality of condition among the
nobility; all were equal in a democracy of nobles which
has had no parallel in the history of the world. Their
trading privileges they guarded as jealously as their
rights to the soil. A law exempting the whole class from
toll on either exports or imports had the effect that might
have been expected. It hampered commerce in Poland
to the extent of killing it altogether. The noble who
could import and export free of duty was his own
merchant. No trader who paid duties could expect to
compete with him. Customers among the peasants could
not be found; they had no money to spend and no goods
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